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Rabbi Michael S. Beals July 16, 2010
Congregation Beth Shalom Wilmington, DE

In Loving Memory of
Nate Henn

Zichrono l’vraha – May his memory be for a blessing
Keeping the Light Shining Amid the Evil

Nate Henn. What a beautiful name. Nate is Hebrew, short for Natan, it means gift, or giver.
Chen is Hebrew. It means gracious. So Nate Henn, in Hebrew, means either Gracious Giver, or Gracious
Gift. He was both.

There are many things I want to say by means of an introduction and I am uncertain where to
begin. Perhaps I should start by making it clear to both Nate’s family and to the traditionalists among us
tonight, that we have not gathered here for a Memorial Service nor am I about to delivery a eulogy. It
would be presumptuous to create a Memorial Service when that duty belongs to the Henn family to create
at a time and place of their choosing. And from a traditional perspective, the Jewish Sabbath trumps every
other life cycle event other than a brit milah, a ritual circumcision, which must, by law, occur on the 8th day
of Jewish boy’s life. So I am not intending to delivery a eulogy.

So what am I attempting to do? I want, above all, to bring comfort to those who are grieved and
weighed down by Nate’s tragic death, I want to bring hope and sustain belief that G-d is with us even in
dark times, that the Jewish faith is relevant at all times, but especially in giving us the tools to navigate
through a tragedy of this magnitude, and I suppose I want to comfort myself as well in the process of
comforting others.

When I came back to Wilmington last Sunday night after a week with our synagogue children and
my own daughters at Camp Ramah in the Poconos, I was caught unawares of the horrific double bombing
in Kampala, Uganda. At camp we were quite cut off from the rest of the world, what a relief, and it always
takes me a little time to ground myself back in real life after being up amid the pines, worshipping by the
lake, and immersing myself in the spiritually rejuvenating setting of Camp Ramah.

Early on Monday I received desperate emergency calls on my cel and home phones from a
congregant and from the synagogue secretary that there had been a terrible death and there are synagogue
families, including young people, who are having a difficult time coping. The facts were simple. Nate
Henn, a good friend and one-time fairly regular Friday night attendee was dead. Working for the charitable
organization Invisible Children, he had been innocently watching the final game of the World Cup in
Kamapala, Uganda, with several of the young people whose lives he had helped save, when shrapnel from
one of the two bombs detonated by an extremist Islamist terror organization called al-Shabab, lodged in his
chest, ending his young, beautiful 25 year old life.

So I should tell you that I first became friends with Nate about four years ago, when he
accompanied his best friend, Brianna Mamberg to services. Brianna was at services in part out of love for
her dear grandparents, Holocast survivors, Lolo and Otto Heitlinger, Otto, whose 100th birthday was
celebrated earlier this week. And I think Nate was at services, in part, out of his love and friendship for
Brianna. I believe Nate genuinely wanted to better understand and appreciate the religion that was so
central to his dear friend. And so Nate started coming regularly to Friday night services. Now if you
haven’t met Nate, I need to tell you, he was a feast for the eyes. With his blonde hair, great built, blue eyes,
and infectious smile, he was what they say, “easy on the eyes.” And he gave particular joy to the older
Jewish ladies in the synagogue – he was their special reward for attending services. Nate was so nice to
everyone he met in the synagogue, especially those older ladies. Nate began to schedule regular
appointments with me to discuss all things theological and of the heart. We would meet in the dining room
of my family home over a cup of tea, or in my study at the synagogue. And as he came to better appreciate
our religion, our congregants began to see their own religion through his loving eyes, and they, in turn,
came to better appreciate their own religion as well. I can tell you, from personal experience, he gave the
very best hugs. Fully embraced by a former UD rugby player, he was able to put my back in alignment
very easily. In more rent times, as he became more involved in an organization created to raise awareness
of the plight of child soldiers kidnapped to fight an insurgent war in Uganda, called Invisible Children, he
worked with me to explore ways of getting his message out to the greater Jewish community in Delaware.
By this time he was relocated in San Diego so we did not see much of him here.
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I share this all with you to explain that I am by no means detached from his death. I am both a
mourner, and one who desperately wants to comfort the mourners in our midst. But I want to do more, as
well.

First, I want to acknowledge, that when you hear a tragedy like that which befell Nate, you cannot
help, either consciously or subconsciously, of replaying the tragedies in your own lives, your own painful
losses. So even if you were not here when Nate used to come to synagogue, or you were here but were not
paying attention, I still imagine you cannot leave this service unmoved, and some of those feelings of
sadness come from the burdens that you were carrying with you prior to coming together this evening.

Second, I want to acknowledge the special burden felt by parents in the sanctuary this evening.
Bring children into this world is a blessing, but it is also very scary. The more we love, the more we risk
losing. And I know when I heard of Nate’s death, as a parent, I grabbed my kids a little tighter … actually
they were squabbling at the time and I yelled at them. It was hard to explain to my six-year old and nine-
year old daughters why I was so upset. But I want to validate the feelings of pain and fear that parents
might be feeling this evening, and the special sense of love, support and prayer we direct to towards Nate’s
grieving parents, who have had to cope both with the death of their son, and the near-death of their other
son, Kyle, whose airplane crashed on its way from Delaware to their family home in North Carolina. May
G-d bless the soul of the Delaware pilot, Thomas Pitts, who died as he tried to do good.

Which brings about a profound question which has been bothering many of you: perhaps THE
question of the evening: where is God in all of this? The crash of the plane is very different than the
bombings in Kampala. How do we cope with good and evil. I just finished reading Mitch Albom, author
of Tuesdays with Morrie, latest book, Have a Little Faith. I found two passages that I felt might help us
tonight. Here is the first, a conversation between Mitch Albom and Rabbi Al Lewis, affectionately referred
to as the Reb:

***

The Reb once did a sermon on how the same things in life can be good or evil, depending on what,
with free will, we do with them. Speech can bless or curse. Money can save or destroy. Science can heal
or kill. Even nature can work for you or against you: fire can warm or burn; water can sustain life or flood
it away.

“But nowhere in the story of Creation,” the Reb said, “do we read the word ”bad.” God did not
create bad things.”

So God leaves it to us?
“He leaves it to us,” he replied., “Now, I do believe there are times when God clenches his fist

and says, ‘Ooh, don’t do it, your’re gonna get yourself in trouble.’ And you might say, well,why doesn’t
God jump in” Why doesn’t he eliminate the negative and accentuate the positive?

“Because, from the beginning, God said, ‘I’m gonna put this world into your hands. If I run
everything then that’s not you.’ So we were created with a piece of divinity inside us, but with this thing
called free will, and I think God watches us every day, lovingly, praying we will make right choices.

Do you really think God prays?” I asked
“I think prayer and God,” he said, “are intertwined.”

***
I think that Nate perceived the evil of a situation where little children in Uganda would be

kidnapped by a mercenary army and trained to fight as child soldiers. I think Nate responded to this evil by
becoming a roadie for Invisible Children and trying to make this human tragedy known to as many people
as possible, with the hope of rescuing these children. We know this as the Jewish value of pidyon
sh’vuyim, the mitzvah or commandment of redeeming the captive. It first comes into play early in the Book
of Genesis when Abraham rescues his kidnapped nephew, Lot, from a band of nasty Middle Eastern
neighbors, proving that some things just don’t change. Nate chose, out of his God-given sense of Free Will
to respond to evil by doing good.

The terror Islamist group, al-Shabab, says they detonated their bombs to punish Uganda for their
cooperation in providing servicemen for a Pan African force designed to bring safety and security to
Somalia. They also had, according to their interpretation of Islam, a contempt for sporting events. They
did not care who they hurt. Al-Shabab’s actions were unmitigated evil. But heaven-forbid we should let
their darkness, their evil, snuff out the good, the light, the love that is in the world. God is found in the
good, the light and the love. Nate could have told you that. And Nate could have told you that our
response to evil is also where God is found – Nate lived that by example.
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So if Nate and I were meeting over tea in my dining room, this is the time when he would have
asked me: so what would Judaism say to do in such a situation? So the Jewish first take is study, limud.
And that is what I have been trying to do for the past few minutes. I have been teaching in Nate’s name,
and according to our tradition, it is as if Nate taught the lesson himself, gaining all the glory associated with
teaching God’s word, speeding him on his journey from this world to the next.

Second, Judaism would have us respond to such a tragic death by doing acts of tsedaka in the
name of our loved one who has passed. Often mistranslated as charity, tsedaka really comes from the
Hebrew word, tsedek meaning justice. So giving tsedaka is giving money to inject more justice into this
world. So if you go to www.NateHenn.com, you will be given opportunities to do acts of tsedaka in Nate’s
memory. I know these acts will comfort his parents as they see his good work continued, granting Nate
both immortality in this world and in the next. I have already contributed to this memorial fund which will
help Invisible Children carry on their work. I will also give funds for the planting of a tree in Israel,
through www.jnf.org, so new life will grow from Nate in a country considered by many of us to be holy as
God’s Promised Land. I know he would have liked that, even as he would have reminded me that my turn
to water his tree is next Tuesday.

Third, Judaism would have us gather together as community, because God is to be found in the
strength of a community coming together to comfort one another. And tefillah, prayer, is an important
thing that we do when we are in community. That is why the Mourner’s Kaddish, the quintessential prayer
of comfort for those who have lost a loved one, can only be said in a minyan, a minimum quorum of ten
Jewish adults.

These three acts: Torah study, tsedaka, charitable giving to infuse justice, and tefillah, gathering in
community for prayer, are the three acts that Jews have done for more than 2000 years to cope with death
and loss. For good Christians who have joined us this evening, the phrase, I believe is WWJD? What
would Jesus do? I have just outlined what Jesus would have done, because 2000 years ago puts us right at
the time of Jesus. So, as Jews and Christians we can believe that these three actions, study, charitable
giving to spread justice, and gathering as a community in prayer, can hasten the time of journeying from
this world to the next, Ha Olam Ha Ba, heaven. We also know these three actions can bring in healing in
this world as well. As I said earlier, Nate helped this congregation better appreciate its own faith. Even in
his passing, Nate has helped us better understand ourselves.

I want to share with you a little wisdom from my friend and colleague, our local Chabad rabbi,
Chuni Vogel. He has taught that the soul is a wonderful thing. Our bodies live in only this dimension. But
the soul, like a multi-faceted diamond, can be in many places at once. So I believe Nate is with God in
heaven, but I also believe Nate is with each of those Invisible Children whose lives he has endeavored to
touch, and I believe that Nate is with his family in Raleigh, and I believe also that for any of you in the
congregation who claimed a friendship with Nate, he goes home with each of you, and me, tonight,
watching over us, guiding us, encouraging us to choose good over evil, to choose the light over the dark,
not to despair, to endeavor to make a difference in any way we can. By the very fact that as a good
Christian, Nate spent so much time with us in worship, and with me in private study, Nate shows us that we
can move past our differences and forge friendships of love and respect as we claim the Divine spark in one
another.

And so I would like to return to Mitch Albom’s book in concluding my words to you. In his
eulogy for his sainted rabbi, Mitch wrote:

***
We will never forget you, because we cannot forget you, because we will miss you every day. To

imagine a world without you in it is to imagine a world with a little less God in it, and yet, because God is
not a diminishing resource, I cannot believe that.

Instead, I have to believe that you have melted back into His glory, your soul is like a returned
favor, you are a star in His sky and a warm feeling in our hearts. We believe that you are with your
forefathers, with your past, and at peace.

May God keep you, may He sing to you, and you to Him.
Where do we look for you, now?
We look where you have been trying – good, sweet Man of God – to get us to look all along.
We look up.

***
Shabbat Shalom


